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Contextual understanding: twin myths of terra nullius and terra incognita 
Historically, European colonisation was justified on the basis of two vacuous mythical claims. The centrality 
and essence of these claims was that when Europeans first came to Africa the continent was both terra 
nullius and terra incognita (Lebakeng, 2004). The former literally and technically meaning the land 
belonged to no one. The latter essentially implying that the continent was an un-known territory which was 
unexplored region. By virtue of its status as such, such territory invited the attention of terrestrial explorers 
who wanted to know it. Moreover, it invited those who were responsible to assert control of such unclaimed 
and unexplored territory which was not owned. From the colonial perspective the continent was in a dire 
need for ownership. 
 
Fundamental to the colonial discourse was fixing and framing the African continent as a region of complete 
savagery and intellectual darkness which represented a negative Other without self-consciousness and 
underpinning philosophy of life (Memmi, 1963, Itandala, 2001).  In contrast and dualising the two,  
Eurocentrism was understood as the implicit view that societies, knowledge, languages and cultural values of 
colonial origin constitute the ‗natural‘ norm for paradigm for the rest of the world. Babu (1981) defines 
dualism as ‗the philosophical concept which defines human nature by two opposing sets of qualities such as 
good versus evil, altruism versus altruism and virtue versus vice.  
 
By ascribing all things negative to Africa and the Africans, the expressed purpose was to dehumanize the 
presumed negative Other with the primary objective of calling into question their humanity. Given its 
impact, the concept of dehumanisation has received extensive empirical attention (Moller, 2010; Haslam et 
al., 2008) and it is clear that apart from undermining one‘s individuality, it prevents those practicing 
dehumanization from showing compassion towards others. Dehumanisation has occurred discursively like 
in idiomatic language that equates certain human beings to animal, specifically to reptiles such as snakes, 
mammals such as dogs, pigs and donkeys and rodents such as rats or symbolically as in imagery or 
physically in the form of chattel slavery.  
 
In the case of South Africa, this process was carried out through various social institutions such as the 
colonial-apartheid state, colonial-apartheid education and the family and in all instances with negative 
connotations. The colonisers, both at the time of making inroads into South Africa and during the period of 
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consolidating colonial-apartheid presented Africans as child-like and incapable of managing their own 
affairs and their way of life as barbaric (see Peltzer, 1966; Cornevin, 1980). It is in this respect that 
colonisation is a form of dehumanisation (Cesaire, 2000) and the logic of colonial-apartheid was the 
systematic negation of the humanity of Africans. 
 
Such epistemology of alterity2, based on juxtaposing and dualising the colonialists and the colonial victims, 
could not be sustained and advanced without galvanising pseudo-science and misrepresenting the biblical 
text in order to dehumanise Africans as illustrated by a report showing the relationship between colonia-
apartheid and the church in colonial-apartheid South Africa (see Randall, 1972). Missionaries came to Africa 
as the ‗self-proclaimed avante-garde representatives of Christian civilisation and their self-perception was 
that of chosen ones owing to their assumed and claimed racial, moral and technological superiority.  
 
Mengara (2001) points out that the colonialists did not hesitate to formulate racist theories about Africans as 
barbaric sub-humans who (1) had no history and therefore could not claim to know themselves and had to be 
told who they were by Europeans, (2) were cultural children shaped by sexual lust, immorality and 
degeneration, (3) could not rule themselves because of their primitive irresponsibility and, therefore, needed 
enlightened masters to show them the ways of superior civilization and deliver them from ignorance, (4) 
could not claim ownership of Africa, or even of their lands since they were incapable of cultivating and 
managing them, (5) had no right to human justice since they were sub-human and (6) had no religion and 
therefore needed the light of Christianity if they were to be freed from their chaotic  state and from animism. 
In this respect, the colonial encounter led to what Mudimbe calls the ‗invention of Africa‘ and reorganizing 
the continent in both structures and minds. 
 
The defining mantra of colonial historiography had serious implications for South Africa, as it had for the 
entire African continent. For instance, this meant that in their self-serving wars of conquest, which did not 
meet the requirements of both the right to wage war and the ethico-legal imperatives in the conduct of war, 
the invading colonialists destroyed indigenous African social institutions, traditions, mores and customs. 
The ensuing violent destruction, in the physical sense and in the form of epistemicide, facilitated the 
imposition of colonial moral values, traditions, philosophical outlooks, aesthetical preferences and economic 
fundamentals. Such destruction went hand in glove with encouraging and enforcing the adoption of social 
norms of Western civilisation as if these comprised a universal/golden standard moral and intellectual code.  
 
Thus ownership here entailed both claiming possession of such territory and imposing colonial western 
epistemological paradigms. According to Mengara (Ibid.,), this was operationalised at the Berlin conference 
of 1885 that signaled the ‗scramble‘ for territorial ownership of Africa for the following reasons (1) the 
European empire‘s long attested desire to own portions of the world as a way of signifying their hegemonic 
grandeur, (2) the transfer of their secular European rivalries onto virgin grounds where imperial wars could 
be indirectly fought, and (3) a capitalist fervor that the colonial ‗discoveries‘ of rich lands in Africa and other 
places had helped to trigger. 
 
                                                 
2
 Essentially the epistemology of alterity refers to the othering of Africa and the Africans with the purpose of dehumanising and 
decentring them in all spheres of life and denying them authentic interlocution. 
3 
 
Three myths in particular formed part of the justification for white colonial-settlerism and for its rule and 
the   position of power and privilege whites held during the period of such anachronistic vile system. The 
first held that the present-day Bantu-speaking (Black) African inhabitants of South Africa, who today 
constitute nearly 80 per cent of the population, were relatively recent arrivals in the subcontinent; their 
advent barely predating that of the Europeans in the mid-seventeenth century; and they swept down into 
southern Africa from the north in a series of waves devastating the earlier Stone Age inhabitants, who 
incidentally are rather left out of any further account for that reason. The second held that the present-day 
location of the Bantu-speakers in South Africa is both a simple reflection of these original migrations and of 
the Mfecane, as the wars that devastated the interior of southern Africa as a result of the rise of the Zulu 
kingdom in the early decades of the nineteenth century are known. The third holds that these 'waves of 
migration' represented separate tribal groups whose differences to this day are so marked that were the firm 
hand of control of the white man removed they would tear one another apart in an even more fearsome, 
twentieth-century Mfecane . 
 
Many scholars in South Africa (Marks, 1980; Pheko, 1984) have illustratively contended that the colonial 
narrative of ‗empty land‘ unoccupied before European colonial settlers is simply a myth that was advanced to 
provide legitimacy for colonization. It was a notion that legally and fictionally justified invasion of African 
lands, and justified racist policies, attitudes and atrocities towards African as they were considered not to be 
full and complete human beings (Vilakazi, 1998; Itandala, 2001). This was done in conjunction with the 
destruction of African civilization (Lebakeng, 2004) 
 
Despite a litany of facts to the contrary, fundamental to the justification of colonization was the presentation 
of the colonial project as essentially a civilizing and humanizing mission of non-rational African sub-beings. 
The irony is that clearly, instead of salvaging Africans the colonial enterprise savaged them and denied them 
self-consciousness and self-reflection. Tsenay Serequeberhan writes, regarding the progressive pretensions 
of the dominant tradition: In the name of the universality of values, European colonialism violently 
universalized its own singular particularity and annihilated the historicality of the colonised. In this context, 
Western philosophy – in the guise of a disinterested universalistic, transcendental, speculative discourse – 
served the indispensable function of being the ultimate veracious buttress of European conquest (1991). 
This overlooked the fact that instead of being an abstract activity totally liberated from the contingencies of 
physical survival, philosophy was developed in response to the predicament of human beings in a precarious 
world. Clearly, colonialists had a felicitous choice of words for their mission, which ironically relied on brute 
force and physical annihilation of Africans and the use of missionaries and colonial mis-education to super-
impose their virtues. 
 
The fact the matter is that before the European conquest of Africa, Africans had built up a pool of knowledge 
and technology which they used to sustain agriculture, human and animal health, industrial production 
involving food processing, metallurgy, leather tanning, timber seasoning, fermentation of beverages, making 
of dyes, mining and architectural engineering. But political subjugation by European colonizers traumatized 
Africans that many of them lost confidence in and looked down upon their own culture, forcing some of 
them to view and embrace Christianity as a progressive move. Given the longevity and quantity 
characterizing white colonial-settlerism in South Africa, land dispossession was extensive as it resulted in 
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Africans remaining with only thirteen percent (13%) of the total land and epistemicide was comprehensive 
and totalizing as it extended to all spheres of life, including religion, politics, law, education, history  and the 
economy.  By this we do not mean that Africans totally lost their old cosmology or basic beliefs (Veriri & 
Mungwini,  2010) as indigenous African knowledge systems survived and retain their potential as key 
ingredients for sustainable socio-economic development (Payle & Lebakeng, 2006; Lebakeng, 2010). 
 
Denying the rationality of indigenous Africans in South Africa 
The discourse on the problem of rationality in African philosophy has been associated historically with two 
related happenings: Western discourse in Africa and the African response to it. The Western discourse had 
come in the form of such notorious proclamations and claims as "reason is Greek", "emotion is African", 
which meant to them that Africans are not rational. Yet to some, it further meant that African beliefs are 
neither rational nor irrational because the categories of rationality just do not apply to them. For another set 
like the postmodernists, the concept of rationality does not apply to Africa, since the concept is a contested 
one that presupposes a language game with its complete rules that do not apply across languages and 
cultures. 
 
By virtue of such questionable right which viewed Africans neither as part of world history nor part of 
humanity, the Western colonizers appropriated the sole, unilateral right to define and delimit the meaning of 
social experience, social knowledge and social truth for African (Ramose, 2002b; Lebakeng, 2004). 
Ascribing pre-logical and irrationality of Africans was inter-textually entrenched with the universal discourse 
of French, British, Spanish and German ‗enlightenment‘ thinkers. Most of them were foundationalists who 
advanced the thesis that formal rational procedures were the defining feature of science and that this 
superseded the conception of culture as peoples‘ experiences and ways if life. Thus, in order to posit a 
singularity of epistemic culture, which claims that there is only one model for knowledge production which 
prescribes what is knowledge and how it is obtained, the standard Eurocentric argument was that human 
rationality was not at play in the past events on the African continent (Keita, 2011). It has always been 
remarkable how these diverse schools of thought coalesced. 
 
It was their philosophical and intellectual projections which justified colonial epistemicide. Consequently, 
epistemicide closed the African cultural space hence African cultural traditions as a heritage were never 
allowed to develop to inform and be informed by an African imperatives and sensibilities. Rather such 
cultural traditions were presented as a baggage to be thrown away. At the same time Western colonisers 
valorised and affirmed western epistemologies and absolved them from their existential and epistemological 
violence against African epistemologies. What colonizers deliberately overlooked –or was it genuine 
ignorance on their part? – was the fact that knowledge is legitimately constituted and become dominant 
knowledge through social processes rather than because it is.  
 
Moreover, they ignored the ‗unique demonstration of the human genius that people in different parts of the 
world have employed different pathways to knowledge creation, transmission and dissemination successfully 
and that philosophy is susceptible to the dynamic affective preferences constitutive of human agency 
(Headly, 2007). As Mafeje points outs, it is hard to imagine a people without some conception of or ideas 
about the meaning of existence, notions of being and its imperative/logic, and the purposes of mankind in 
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the universe (Mafeje, 1992). For him, philosophy did not spring up from vacuum and that philosophers from 
all ages were tremendously influenced by their society and culture. This is more so because their postulations 
are fore-grounded in their culture. 
 
Although the charge of being non-rational is certainly the death-knell of any pretense to philosophy 
(Headley, 2007), such charge by Western colonisers against Africans which resulted in epistemicide and the 
consolidation of colonisation was founded upon and continues to thrive on the false claim that only one 
segment of humanity namely, the Euro-Americans had prior, superior and exclusive right to reason. One of 
the consequences of the de-recognition of the rationality of the African anthropon was precisely the 
upholding of the so-called right to conquest. It is this mis-education of Africans through education for 
barbarism (Tabata, 1960), land dispossession (Mathews, 1981; Pheko, 1984) and political, social, economic, 
cultural and educational dehumanization (Lebakeng, 1991) that led to struggles against colonial-apartheid.  
 
Expectedly and consistent with patterns of conquest, the victors of the colonial encounter wrote their own 
version of the history of South Africa and remapped and re-shaped the landscape.  As Mathews, recalled in 
Freedom for My People: ―Our history as we had absorbed it bore no resemblance to South African history as 
it had been written by European scholars, or as it is taught in South African schools, and as it was taught to 
us at Fort Hare.  The European insisted that we accept his version of the past … if we want to get ahead 
educationally, even to pass examinations in the subject as he presents it.‖ As such, the landscape of higher 
education {as of education in general} was one ‗largely dictated by the geo-political imagination of apartheid 
planners (Asmal, 1999) where Africa and the Africans were understood through the epistemology of alterity 
and in particular of the immediacy of colonial-apartheidism. 
 
One consequence of this is that South  African scholarship has been characterised by  the dependency 
syndrome and institutions of higher learning in South Africa were (and still are) copycats whose primary 
function was (and still is) to serve and promote colonial Western values (Mazrui, 1978; Makgoba, 1996).  
Universities in South Africa lack a preoccupative autonomy, and scholarship is essentially derivative.  Their 
defining characteristic roots are defined more consciously and consistently within the framework of the 
various Western philosophical and methodological schools. Tragically, and as a manifestation of cognitive in 
justice, despite the pervasive philosophic racism in the philosophies of such philosophers as Locke, Hume, 
Kant and Hegel, indigenous African learners in philosophy were (and still are) treated to an overdose of the 
epistemology, ethics, political philosophy of history and even the philosophy of religion and law of these and 
other Western philosophers (Ramose, 1999). 
 
African political, intellectual and philosophical projections: a nuanced approach  
 
In disabusing the colonisers of the vacuity of such double claims which do not reflect African reality, past or 
present, it is important that theorisation does not take the form of erasure of the other. We need to cultivate 
a critical intellectual tradition that does not require that others should be less so that we could be better. For 
many scholars, such as Outlaw, 1991; Mafeje, 1992, navigating this problematic poses serious challenge of 
deconstruction and reconstruction in clearly articulating African philosophical and intellectual 
representations.  As such, in the context of South Africa the idea of indigenisation and the issues raised in 
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the raging national debate, such as Africanisation, endogeneity, context-sensitivity and relevance, directly 
speak to the necessitaty of educators becoming hermeneutics (scholars and teachers who structure their 
work and teaching around an effort to help students and other individuals to make sense of the alienating 
world around them) and epistemologists (scholars and teachers who seek to expose how accepted knowledge 
came to be validated). Hence I advocated the need to look seriously at six areas relevant to indigenous 
knowledge systems broadly and Africanisation in particular, namely, meta-theoretical, theoretical, 
methodological, pedagogical, empirical and that of applied knowledge (Lebakeng, 2000; Lebakeng, Phalane 
& Nase, 2006). I posit that these six areas will help chart an Afrocentric approach to the study of African 
social, economic, cultural and political problems. 
 
It was precisely because of appreciating the demands for academic activism and political will that in a 
collaborative article titled Taking Frontline Responsibility in Re-conceptualising the Debates on Tertiary 
Institutional Transformation, we spoke truth to power by calling for the framing of the discourse on higher 
education in the country (see. Seepe and Lebakeng, 1998), and later on, Ramose (2002) and Lebakeng 
(2004) called for the inscription of indigenous knowledge to inform South African education and praxis in 
general. Our understanding is that indigenous knowledge is critical in our political, intellectual and cultural 
representations and authentic interlocution. These calls were important in the light of our experiences as 
university lecturers who experienced problems emanating from the exclusion of the African experience from 
the design of education and marginalisation of indigenous knowledge systems in the education system. 
Moreover, affirming indigenous knowledge is ultimately about the assertion and valorisation of the 
humanity of Africans. 
 
Colonisation violently reshaped and distorted the essence of African knowledge production and edited 
African history in order to reinvent the Africans. As such, the importance of appropriate historical memory 
and historical imagination and practice (as an antidote to the colonial historical project) has been the 
preoccupation of a number of post-independence African historians, especially during the Dar es Salaam 
School of History, the Ibadan School of History and the Diopian Africanity. These scholars, including Kwasi 
Wiredu, Kwame Gyekye, Robin Horton, K.C. Anyanwu, Onyewuenyi and Segun Oladipo, realised that the 
dogma of African irrationality and European rationality would be hard to dislodge and therefore requires 
historical data in solving it. Despite variations in their intellectual enterprises, collectively they produced 
works spanning theoretical, empirical, historical, epistemological and methodological concerns. By so doing 
they attempted to rewrite history in ways which more accurately reflected the colonial experience. More 
importantly, they exposed the fact that the colonial narrative through institutional sites, visual imagery and 
different disciplinary knowledge projects, flies in the face of credible evidence. 
 
They engaged in vigilant, combative and uncompromising deconstruction of historical distortions which 
were conscripted into the service of the colonial project.  But this engagement, whose aim was to combat 
alterity and extroversion, has to be understood dialectically since in deconstructing the Eurocentric colonial 
project, they also reconstructed Africanity. They challenged and debunked well-encrusted negative notions 
and systematically eroded a number of misconceptions and philosophical crotchets about the African 
continent; its ―lack of civilisation, history and moral values‖ (Mazrui & Ade Aji, 1993). More importantly, 
early Pan Africanists like Edward Blyden, William Dubois and post-colonial African leaders like Senghor, 
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Julius Nyerere, Kwame Nkrumah, Azikiwe Mnandi, Kenneth Kaunda saw that solution to the crisis of the 
debate on rationality in Africa lies in the discovery of authentic African ideas and thought systems. 
 
Collectively, the continental, diaporic and international calls galvanised many African scholars whose 
significant portion of their scholarly energy has been deliberately and purposely devoted to the 
deconstruction of colonial discourses and tendentious historiography and the indigenisation of knowledge as 
reclamation of African intellectual heritage. The premise of challenging colonial discourse begins with the 
recognition that from the very beginning colonial settlers in South Africa imposed a panoply of Western 
knowledge systems in an act of epistemicide. This created a myth that African people were isolated from the 
rest of the world until European conquest and colonisation and that African people had no developed and 
worthy cultural traditions. As such, for many scholars including Hall, 1995; Ashcroft, Griffiths, & Tiffin, 1995; 
Goldie, 1995; Agrawal, 1995; Pieterse & Parekh, 1995  and Mudrooroo, 1995 this is a myth that must be 
buried along with other manifestations of essentialist purity. To do this, Western colonisation should be 
confronted head-on and its consequences should be contextualised historically. In this regard, the idea that 
for purposes of reconciliation it is important that South Africans should forget about historical precedents is 
disingenuous. 
 
As part of the broader effort to reverse epistemicide and affirm indigenous knowledge systems, the South 
African government has initiated measures aimed at revitalising indigenous culture. One of these measures 
is the Indigenous Knowledge Policy formulated in November 2004 which aims ‗to recognize, affirm, develop, 
promote and protect indigenous knowledge systems in South Africa‘ (Department of Science and 
Technology, 2004:36).  The government regards its Indigenous Knowledge Policy as one of its critical 
activities in the sense that through this policy the government is able to affirm the country‘s African cultural 
values in the face of globalisation. This initiative by the central government is of immense significance 
because it has created the necessary legitimacy for indigenous knowledge systems to be acknowledged, 
affirmed and institutionalised. 
 
The Department of Science and Technology was mandated by the government to implement the Indigenous 
Knowledge Policy. Pursuant to this objective, the Department of Science and Technology has established an 
indigenous knowledge systems unit called National Indigenous Knowledge Systems Organisation (NIKSO) 
within the department to spearhead the implementation of the national Indigenous Knowledge Policy.  Since 
2006, NIKSO has been directly involved in setting up structures to help manage existing indigenous 
knowledge resource centres and have given grants-in-aid to organisations already managing such centres. 
Centre of Excellence for Indigenous Knowledge Studies 
 
In addition, the Centre of Excellence in Indigenous Knowledge Studies is a partnership among three 
universities with a track record in the area under- and post-graduate teaching, research, networking and 
community engagement within and outside South Africa. These universities are North–West, Limpopo and 
Venda for Science and Technology. The Centre focus on a broad spectrum of research issues including in 
agriculture, law, education, food security, natural resource management, climate change and renewable 
energy, biodiversity, human and animal health, African languages and literature. The Centre, in cooperation 
with the South African Qualification Authority (SAQA) and the National Indigenous Knowledge Office 
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(NIKSO), registered a multidisciplinary qualification named bachelor of Indigenous Knowledge (BIKS). 
Others who focus on indigenous knowledge are the Indigenous Knowledge System Institute and Study 
Programme at Technikon South Africa, the Indigenous Knowledge System Centre at the University of Fort 
Hare and indigenous knowledge systems courses offered at the University of Natal.   
 
All these achievements have created a favourable environment for a fresh assessment of the value of 
indigenous knowledge systems. This has led to the establishment of important journals specialising in 
indigenous knowledge systems, including Indilinga:  African Journal of Indigenous Knowledge Systems; 
Calabash: Indigenous Studies Journal and the Southern African Journal of Folklore Society. These journals 
provide space for critical and rigorous engagement with indigenous knowledge on issues such as 
epistemology, methodology and ontology. 
 
If government and the education system in South Africa are to be relevant it must speak to the most pressing 
dilemmas facing the country, sub-region, and the continent. Implicit in this assertion is the position that 
there should be no tensions among these core imperatives of national relevance and regional or global 
necessities. Any viable redress and transformation in South Africa should take the African experience in its 
totality as an inescapable point of departure for the critique and construction of new knowledge and praxis. 
 
While operating at a far more subtle and sanitized manner in the democratizing South Africa, 
epistemological tyranny still functions in the academy to undermine efforts to inscribe indigenous 
knowledge systems and alternative knowledge production in the curriculum. At the same time numerous 
individuals engaged in research and education—especially from dominant cultural backgrounds who have 
self-interest continue to dismiss the importance of indigenous knowledge in academic work and pedagogy.  
Colonial knowledge production and orientation continue to dominate and characterise construction of 
knowledge and the design and development of education in South Africa. Educational pedagogy is still 
fraught with misrepresentations and distortions regarding South African history and civilisation.  
 
Concluding remarks 
 
In spite of these important achievements in the advancement of indigenous knowledge, the pace of main-
streaming indigenous knowledge systems into the curriculum is still painfully slow and efforts intellectual 
level still truncated.  This is due to the fact that many of the academic research projects and practical 
developmental activities on indigenous knowledge systems are not co-ordinated.  Even the present course 
offerings and research priorities of these universities have not departed fundamentally from those of 
universities elsewhere in Europe and America.  The practical activities of the universities therefore suggest 
that they have not made much progress to turn their vision as African universities into reality. 
 
If the universities in South Africa are to respond to the needs of their communities, which are rural in many 
cases, it is imperative that they set up strategic goals to identify themselves as institutions promoting 
learning and research in indigenous knowledge systems. The role of government in providing political 
support and availing resources for such an endeavor will remain critical. Clearly, colonial-apartheid 
supremacist ideology and practices, premised on the vile notion that European culture was superior to all 
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others, has continued to assault indigenous knowledge systems and challenge the humanity of Africans in 
South Africa,  while at the same time resistance to this process has established spaces for indigenous self-
search, self-determination and re-definition.  
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